THE    MEMOIRS    OF
Rat's Castle. When the grave had been dug, the guard
waved a signal, and the gang sat around among the un-
named mounds, which were the graves of convicts, awaiting
the coming of the boat to take them back. Rashleigh fell
into a mood of profound melancholy, when suddenly the
idea of escape flashed through his mind. In a glance he took
in the fact that the guard was some distance away with his
back turned, that the boat had not yet left the side of the
hospital ship, and that most of his fellow-convicts were
asleep on the ground. Ten yards away were the ruins,
affording a fine screen from observation, and beyond them
the water. It might be done. The irons had been struck
from one leg while he was ill, the chains being attached to
one side only, so that there was a good chance that he could
swim, in spite of them, as the weather was warm. About a
mile up the shore was a thicket of osiers in which he could
conceal himself while endeavouring to remove his irons.
Not giving himself time to hesitate, he slipped across to
the ruins, dodged through them, flung off what clothing he
could, and slipped silently into the stream, swimming away
softly. No sound of an alarm came, and he proceeded pain-
fully but surely, swimming, wading and floating, until he
reached the osiers, where he found a small creek, up which
he swam until he came to a thickly-wooded spot. He
scrambled ashore and sat down for awhile in hiding to
recover his spent strength. Urged by the imperativeness of
putting as wide a distance as possible quickly between him
and the hated hulk, he set to work to try to wriggle himself
out of his irons. It was painful, galling work, but owing to
his emaciation he managed at last to slip the fetter from his
raw and bleeding ankle.
He threw the fetter and his trousers into the deep water
and swam across the river, making towards a pile of buildings